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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM
̶ Prisoners = high-risk group for suicide
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SUICIDE PREVENTION IN PRISON
̶ World Health Organization: international priority 
̶ National Institute for Health and Care Excellence: identify and 
understand the factors related to suicide when developing 
interventions to prevent such outcomes among prisoners
̶ Belgium
• No empirical data
• No national standards nor guidelines for suicide prevention
5
WHO 2007; Preventing suicide in jails and prisons













≈ general population 
As these factors reflect characteristics 
of the mainstream prison population 
(and thus shared by non-suicidal peers) 
screening may be over-inclusive, 
erroneously flagging risk for suicide
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Yet, most prisoners, all 
exposed to a stressful prison 
environment, do not go on to 
engage in suicidal behaviour 
(heterogeneous group)
Loss of liberty, autonomy  
Poor social support
Bullying, threats, violence
Lack of purposeful activity
Overcrowding 










Pains of imprisonment 
Social support
Bullying, violence
Lack of purposeful activity
Overcrowding 













• Paucity of research (lifetime frame + importation factors)
• Major risk factor for suicide in custody (OR=15)
• Marker of profound psychological distress
à Prevention: target early stages of suicidal process
̶ Cross-sectional study in 15 Flemish prisons
• Random sample of 1,203 men (85% response)
§ 12% of the male ADP in Belgium (N = 10,134)
§ Mage = 37.7 (range 18–77), 34% on remand, all offences
• Survey
§ Exposure: both importation and deprivation (MQPL; Liebling)
§ Outcome: recent suicidal ideation while incarcerated
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RESULTS
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authority of Justice, 
not Public Health
IMPLICATIONS: STRESSORS
“Whilst a number of risk factors are, to a large degree, set on 
arrival within the institution, the effects of additional stress 
presented by the prison environment can be manipulated by staff 
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